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Al-MAn΢ŉr And thι CritiCAl AMbAssAdor
Alexandre M. roberts
University of California Berkeley
some tŪme after the foundŪng of baghdad Ūn 145/762, AbŊ ǃaʿfar al-ManΣŊr, the second 
calŪph of the AbbasŪd dynasty (r. 754-775), granted an audŪence to a byzantŪne ambassador 
from the emperor’s court at ConstantŪnople1. When the calŪph asked for the vŪsŪtor’s 
opŪnŪon of the nascent capŪtal, the latter dŪd not hesŪtate to poŪnt out Ūts most serŪous 
law, namely that the presence of the markets wŪthŪn baghdad’s admŪnŪstratŪve core – the 
walled Ǧround CŪtyǧ – posed a serŪous threat to securŪty. though ŪnŪtŪally hesŪtant to act 
on the Greek’s crŪtŪcŪsm, al-ManΣŊr eventually responded resolutely by orderŪng that the 
markets be transferred outsŪde the walls to al-Karͫ, a dŪstrŪct to the south whŪch predated 
the calŪph’s cŪty.
so, Ūn any case, we are told. thŪs account appears Ūn at least four versŪons, each takŪng 
up about half of a prŪnted page or less. the irst appears Ūn the chronŪcle of al-άabarī 
(d. 310/923) Ūn a collectŪon of reports concernŪng the plannŪng, buŪldŪng, fundŪng and 
organŪzatŪon of baghdad, all under the headŪng of the year 146. thŪs versŪon, Ūn whŪch 
the ambassador Ūs gŪven a tour of the cŪty and explŪcŪtly asked for hŪs opŪnŪon, Ūs plaŪn 
Ūn style; Ūn partŪcular, the ambassador’s crŪtŪque Ūs sŪmply stated: Ǧyour enemŪes are wŪth 
you Ūn your cŪtyǧ, he says, these enemŪes beŪng Ǧthe market-rabbleǧ (al-sūqa).2 the versŪon 
appearŪng Ūn the abbrevŪated hŪstory of bar hebraeus (d. 685/1286) Ūs a sŪmple abrŪdgment 
of al-άabarī’s account and wŪll not be treated here Ūn detaŪl.3 the last two versŪons both 
appear Ūn the ŪntroductŪon to the History of Baghdad, a volumŪnous bŪographŪcal dŪctŪonary 
by the preacher and ḥadīṯ professor al-ͪaέīb al-baġdādī (d. 463/1071). the plaŪner of the 
two Ūs quŪte sŪmŪlar to al-άabarī’s versŪon, wŪth the same tour at the begŪnnŪng, although 
the market crŪtŪque Ūs now two-fold and more specŪic: Ǧthe markets are Ūn (the cŪty), and 
1. i am grateful to Maya MaskarŪnec, ryan rŪttenberg and BEO’s anonymous revŪewer for theŪr helpful comments 
on drafts of thŪs paper. i also proited much Ūn the wrŪtŪng of thŪs paper from the excellent near ιastern studŪes 
lŪbrary at the instŪtut κrançaŪs du Proche-orŪent Ūn damascus.
2. άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 323.
3. Ibn al-ʿibrī, tārīͫ, p. 212.
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no one Ūs barred from the markets, so the enemy enters as Ūf he wants to shop. As for the 
merchants, they travel to remote regŪons and dŪscuss news about you.ǧ4 κŪnally, al-ͪaέīb’s 
alternatŪve versŪon, whŪch he tells irst, Ūs greatly expanded to Ūnclude three dŪstŪnct 
crŪtŪcŪsms of al-ManΣŊr’s handŪwork: ŪnsuicŪent water supply, the lack of gardens, and the 
dangerous proxŪmŪty of hŪs subūects (Ū.e., the need, yet agaŪn, to move the markets).5
thŪs ŪncŪdent Ūs somewhat anomalous sŪnce the ArabŪc sources mentŪon few byzantŪne 
vŪsŪts to the calŪphate Ūn the mŪd–8th century. WhŪle reports of dŪplomatŪc contacts between 
the two empŪres abound for the early Umayyad perŪod, they declŪne Ūn the decades leadŪng 
up to the AbbasŪd revolutŪon and Ūnto the late 8th century.6 thŪs declŪne Ūn reports has been 
ascrŪbed to the swŪtch away from Greek as the Umayyad admŪnŪstratŪve language Ūn the 
late–7th century, the vŪolence of the AbbasŪd revolutŪon, the transfer of the capŪtal from 
syrŪa to iraq, and the decade of Ūnternal struggles whŪch followed the revolutŪon.7 the end 
of any realŪstŪc possŪbŪlŪty of capturŪng ConstantŪnople Ūn 718, and the outburst of two pre-
AbbasŪd rebellŪons, Ūn 740 and 744, may also have encouraged the calŪphs to dŪrect theŪr 
attentŪon towards Ūnternal afaŪrs.8 At the same tŪme, the scarcŪty of embassy accounts for 
the 8th century does not deinŪtŪvely demonstrate a paucŪty of oicŪal contact between the 
empŪres, sŪnce Ūt may sŪmply ŪndŪcate our 9th-century Arab sources’ predomŪnant Ūnterest 
Ūn the Ūnternal afaŪrs of the islamŪc empŪre for thŪs perŪod.9 however that may be, the 
account of the crŪtŪcal ambassador stands out as one of the few reports of a byzantŪne’s 
vŪsŪt to a calŪph durŪng thŪs tŪme.
thŪs paper Ūs not about the tale’s veracŪty, but i should nevertheless mentŪon the 
need for cautŪon Ūn assessŪng Ūts hŪstorŪcal value. Although there Ūs no reason wŪth regard 
to Ūts content to dŪscard the tale as ictŪon,10 the long Ūnterval between the 8th-century 
event and the productŪon of accounts depŪctŪng Ūt – over one hundred years at the least –
4. baġdādī, tārīͫ, vol. 1, p. 80.
5. baġdādī, tārīͫ, vol. 1, p. 78-79. i have not encountered thŪs epŪsode elsewhere. it Ūs absent from a number of early 
narratŪves (9th and 10th cc.) of al-ManΣŊr’s reŪgn (Masʿūdī, MurŊǄ, vol. 4, p. 128-164; Masʿūdī, tanbīh, p. 340-342; Yaʿqūbī, 
tārīͫ, vol. 2, p. 364-380; saʿīd b. al-biṭrīq, tārīͫ, p. 38-40) and from descrŪptŪons of baghdad by al-YaʿqŊbī (9th c.) and 
YāqŊt (13th c.) (Yaʿqūbī, buldān, p. 233-254; Yāqūt, MuʿǄam, vol. 1, p. 456-467). in annotatŪng al-ͪaέīb’s text, lassner 
(1970, p. 246, 248) refers to al-άabarī’s sŪmŪlar account but mentŪons no others. ιarlŪer secondary lŪterature prŪmar-
Ūly relŪes upon al-άabarī’s account (e.g., le strange 1924, p. 66; cŪted by Canard 1956, p. 103).
6. Kennedy 1992, p. 136.
7. Ibid., 136.
8. ιmperor leo iii’s trŪumph over an Umayyad sŪege of ConstantŪnople Ūn 718 turned out to be decŪsŪve, and no 
sŪmŪlar attack occurred untŪl the 780s, when, durŪng the reŪgn of al-Mahdī, the calŪph’s son hārŊn forced the em-
press irene to pay trŪbute (VasIlIeV 1952, vol 1, p. 235-239); for hārŊn’s role Ūn leadŪng the expedŪtŪon, άabarī, tārīͫ, 
vol. 3, p. 506 (year 166). κor the two pre-AbbasŪd rebellŪons of the 740s, see Kennedy 1981, p. 40.
9. Kennedy 1992, p. 136.
10. κor example, the ambassador’s brazenness Ūs not unlŪkely Ūn Ūtself. it was a standard practŪce for both empŪres 
to grant dŪplomatŪc ŪmmunŪty to foreŪgn ambassadors (Canard 1964, p. 37). it would not have seemed strange, then, 
for an ambassador to speak so openly.
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makes Ūt dŪicult to determŪne theŪr relŪabŪlŪty, a typŪcal problem for thŪs early perŪod.11 
κurthermore, al-άabarī’s versŪon of the account of the crŪtŪcal ambassador demands specŪal 
cautŪon because of the hŪstorŪan’s own uncertaŪnty as to the report’s credŪbŪlŪty, expressed 
by the absence of a irm chaŪn of transmŪssŪon between hŪmself and hŪs source (the isḎād 
Ūs of the form : Ǧ͏ukira ɼaḎ [so-and-so] anna…ǧ), as well as hŪs ŪnclusŪon of two addŪtŪonal 
alternatŪve explanatŪons for the eūectŪon of the markets from the round CŪty.12
regardless of the ŪncŪdent’s hŪstorŪcŪty, later accounts of Ūt allow for an understandŪng 
of the wrŪters’ perceptŪons of al-ManΣŊr and baghdad’s early hŪstory. i wŪll now examŪne 
the three versŪons of the byzantŪne ambassador’s conversatŪon wŪth al-ManΣŊr found Ūn 
al-άabarī and al-ͪaέīb al-baġdādī, addressŪng two Ūnterrelated questŪons. κŪrst, why was Ūt 
sŪgnŪicant to the wrŪters of the accounts that the reason for the market transfer was an 
ambassador? second, why was Ūt sŪgnŪicant that he was a Byzantine ambassador? AddressŪng 
these questŪons wŪll shed lŪght on later generatŪons’ ŪnterpretatŪon of the role of Arab-
byzantŪne ŪnteractŪons durŪng the crucŪal and formatŪve years of al-ManΣŊr’s calŪphate.13
We begŪn wŪth the irst questŪon. All versŪons emphasŪze that Ūt was an ambassador, a 
hŪgh-rankŪng foreŪgn oicŪal, who confronted the calŪph wŪth hŪs cŪty’s laws.14 Why does Ūt 
matter that an ambassador and not, for Ūnstance, one of al-ManΣŊr’s advŪsors provŪded thŪs 
crŪtŪcŪsm? in addressŪng thŪs questŪon, i wŪll focus on al-άabarī’s text sŪnce Ūt seems most 
clearly to explaŪn the narratŪve Ūmportance of thŪs foreŪgn crŪtŪcŪsm.
Al-άabarī’s versŪon Ūs reported as part of a collectŪon of accounts relatŪng to the maŪn 
theme for the year 146, declared Ūn Ūts openŪng lŪnes: ǦAmong the events of that year was 
AbŊ ǃaʿfar (al-ManΣŊr)’s completŪon of hŪs cŪty baghdad.ǧ15 Al-άabarī then promŪses Ǧa 
descrŪptŪon of al-ManΣŊr’s constructŪon of baghdad.ǧ16 however, the account of the crŪtŪcal 
11. robInson 2003, p. 50-52.
12. the isḎād: άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 322. Al-άabarī used terms lŪke ͏ akara/͏ukira when he dŪd not have a irm chaŪn 
of transmŪssŪon (bosworth 2000). two alternatŪve explanatŪons: άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p.324. in one of these, the reason 
gŪven for a market transfer Ūs agaŪn the securŪty concern, but the one who gŪves thŪs advŪce Ūs not named: Ǧqīla li-Abī 
ǃaɼfar…ǧ
13. As part of her monograph on Arab MuslŪm perceptŪons of the byzantŪnes, el Cheikh (2004, p. 150-152) dŪscusses 
the two versŪons of thŪs account gŪven Ūn al-ͪaέīb al-baġdādī, focusŪng on MuslŪm perceptŪons of byzantŪne technŪcal 
prowess: Ǧthese storŪes… ŪndŪcate that the MuslŪms were receptŪve to byzantŪne Ūnluence Ūn certaŪn realms. 
that the MuslŪms are saŪd to have Ūmplemented the advŪce of the byzantŪne envoy on such a vŪtal questŪon as 
the AbbasŪd capŪtal Ūs testŪmony to the MuslŪm acknowledgment that the byzantŪnes were world experts Ūn urban 
desŪgnǧ (p. 151-152). the present paper has a narrower focus: rather than askŪng what thŪs tale says about MuslŪm 
receptŪvŪty to byzantŪne technŪcal advŪce, i ask what Ūt tells us about MuslŪm perceptŪons of byzantŪne Ūnvolvement 
Ūn the foundŪng of the AbbasŪd capŪtal and the consolŪdatŪon of the dynasty.
14. Al-άabarī: Ǧone of the PatrŪkŪoŪ of the byzantŪnes approached (al-ManΣŊr) as an envoyǧ; άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, 
p. 323. Al-ͪaέīb, Ūn hŪs shorter account, calls the vŪsŪtor the ǦPatrŪkŪosǧ of Ǧa delegatŪon from the byzantŪne kŪngǧ 
(baġdādī, tārīͫ, vol. 1, p. 80), and Ūn hŪs longer account, Ǧan envoy from the court of the byzantŪne kŪngǧ (baġdādī, 
tārīͫ, vol. 1, p. 78). ιquŪvalent to patricius (lat.), patrikios was used as a tŪtle (liddell & scott 1978, s.v. πατρί̦̥ος). on 
the hŪgh rank of byzantŪne ambassadors to Arab courts, see Canard 1964, p. 41.
15. άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 319: Ǧwa-ḍiḍḍā kāḎa fī-hā ḍiḎ ͏ālik istitḍāḍ Abī ǃaɼfar ḍadīḎata-hu Baġdād.ǧ
16. άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 319: Ǧṣifat biḎāɻi-hi iyyā-hā.ǧ
148 AlιxAndrι M. robιrts
ambassador does not concern the constructŪon of baghdad but rather the market transfer. 
Along wŪth the two other explanatŪons for the market transfer whŪch follow, Ūt forms a 
dŪscussŪon whŪch would seem most suŪted to the entry for the year Ūn whŪch the markets 
were, Ūn fact, transferred. but accordŪng to al-άabarī hŪmself, thŪs event dŪd not occur Ūn 
the year 146 but Ūnstead a decade later: under the year 157, he narrates that Ǧal-ManΣŊr 
transferred the markets from the CŪty of Peace (Ū.e., baghdad’s round CŪty) to the Gate 
of al-Karͫ and other locatŪons,ǧ addŪng, Ǧand we have already mentŪoned the reason for 
that.ǧ17 thŪs ǦmentŪonŪng,ǧ of course, Ūs the dŪscussŪon under the year 146. such extreme 
foreshadowŪng requŪres some sort of explanatŪon, especŪally sŪnce the account of the 
crŪtŪcal ambassador gŪves the ŪmpressŪon that the calŪph dŪd not waŪt long before actŪng 
on the ambassador’s suggestŪon: Ǧwhen the PatrŪkŪos departed, (al-ManΣŊr) ordered that 
the market be expelled from the cŪty.ǧ18 ιven Ūf we are supposed to ŪmagŪne a sŪgnŪicant 
delay between al-ManΣŊr’s decŪsŪon and the expulsŪon, or between the advŪce and hŪs 
decŪsŪon, we are stŪll left to wonder: why dŪd al-άabarī place the three accounts explaŪnŪng 
the market expulsŪon Ūn the entry for a year whŪch preceded the actual event by a decade?
the common theme, lŪnkŪng the market expulsŪon accounts to other reports for the 
year 146, Ūs foreŪgn Ūnluence on the buŪldŪng of baghdad. over half of the space precedŪng 
the ambassador account (a lŪttle under two of three pages Ūn the leŪden edŪtŪon) Ūs devoted 
to two relatŪvely lengthy reports (the irst of whŪch narrates two separate events) about 
non-Arab Ūnluences on the constructŪon of the new cŪty.
At the begŪnnŪng of the irst report, we learn that the calŪph’s ŪnluentŪal KhurasanŪan 
advŪsor ͪ ālŪd b. barmak was responsŪble for ǦmarkŪng outǧ (ͫaέέa) the cŪty.19 in the narratŪves 
of al-άabarī and other contemporary wrŪters, ǦmarkŪng outǧ unclaŪmed land was an 
Ūmportant prequel to buŪldŪng upon Ūt.20 κurthermore, not all accounts of thŪs ǦmarkŪng outǧ 
of baghdad gŪve the role to a PersŪan; often al-ManΣŊr or other Arabs are saŪd to do the ūob, 
even Ūn reports from other chapters of al-tabarī’s book.21 thus, wŪth several accounts of the 
17. άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 379: Ǧḥawwala al-MaḎṣūr al-aswāq ḍiḎ MadīḎat al-Salāḍ ilā Bāb al-Karͫ wa-ġayri-hi ḍiḎ al-
ḍawā͍iɼ, wa-qad ḍa͍ā ͏ikru-Ḏā sabab ͏ālik qablu.ǧ thus, the ambassador’s vŪsŪt came between 146 and 157.
18. άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 323: Ǧwa-laḍḍā iḎṣarafa al-bitrīq aḍara bi-iͫrāǄ al-sūq ḍiḎ al-ḍadīḎa.ǧ
19. άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 320: Ǧͪālid b. Barḍak ͫaέέa ḍadīḎat Abī ǃaɼfar la-hu.ǧ ͪālŪd was from balͫ (Kennedy 1981, 
p. 44). Al-YaʿqŊbī reports that ͪālŪd and hŪs son (presumably Yaͥyā) had theŪr own palace Ūn baġdad (Yaʿqūbī, tārīͫ, 
vol. 2, p. 253).
20. κor the nuanced usage of the term ͫaέέa, see aKbar 1989, esp. p. 24.
21. ιlsewhere, al-άabarī reports that two men appoŪnted by al-ManΣŊr—al-ͤaǄǄāǄ b. Arέāt (not to be confused 
wŪth al-ͤaǄǄāǄ b. YŊsuf, the Umayyad governor of iraq) and AbŊ ͤanīfa al-nuʿmān b. ήābŪt—Ǧmarked outǧ (ͫaέέa) 
baghdad; άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 276. sŪmŪlarly, he mentŪons under the year 145 that Ǧqad ͫaέέa al-MaḎṣūr ḍadīḎata-hu 
Baġdād bi-l-qaṣab fa-sāra ilā al-Kūfaǧ; άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 204. it should be noted that under the year 146, al-tabarī 
mentŪons that the same al-ͤaǄǄāǄ Ǧmarked outǧ (ͫaέέa) the new cŪty’s mosque; άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 322. Al-YaʿqŊbī 
reports that al-ManΣŊr Ǧmarked outǧ (iͫtaέέa) baghdad hŪmself (Yaʿqūbī, tārīͫ, vol. 2, p. 373). note that over a cen-
tury later, al-ͪaέīb al-baġdādī also ascrŪbed the ǦmarkŪng outǧ (iͫtaέέa) of baghdad to al-ManΣŊr (baġdādī, tārīͫ, 
vol. 1, p. 67).
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ǦmarkŪng outǧ of baghdad at hŪs dŪsposal whŪch dŪd not Ūnvolve a foreŪgn element, al-άabarī 
chose for ŪnclusŪon here the one Ūn whŪch a PersŪan Ūs dŪstŪnguŪshed as the calŪph’s agent.
the rest of the same report narrates an event whŪch emphasŪzes the Ūmportance of 
the nearby remaŪns of CtesŪphon, the ancŪent sassanŪan capŪtal. When the calŪph shows an 
Ūnterest Ūn tearŪng down (Ḏaq͍) the palace of the great kŪng ͪusrō i AnŊͫŪrwān to obtaŪn 
sassanŪan spolia for use as buŪldŪng materŪals Ūn hŪs new cŪty, ͪ ālŪd b. barmak advŪses agaŪnst 
Ūt because the ruŪns of the palace are, Ūn hŪs words,
Ǧone of the sŪgns of islam, from whŪch the one who looks at Ūt may ūudge that Ūt was not 
vacated lŪke Ūts peers (aṣḥāb) by a worldly decree but rather that Ūt was due to a dŪvŪne decree. 
And besŪdes, o Commander of the κaŪthful, wŪthŪn Ūt Ūs the place where ʿAlī b. Abī άālŪb prayed, 
may God’s blessŪngs be upon hŪm.ǧ 22
but al-ManΣŊr sees through thŪs ūustŪicatŪon to ͪālŪd’s ulterŪor motŪve, replyŪng 
wŪth derŪsŪon, Ǧhow preposterous, ͪālŪd! You ŪnsŪst on sympathŪzŪng wŪth your fellow 
men (aṣḥāb) the PersŪans (ɼaǄaḍ, lŪt. non-Arabs)!ǧ23 And he orders for the spolŪatŪon to 
commence. then, when Ūt becomes clear that the costs of spolŪatŪon wŪll be more than the 
cost of quarryŪng the buŪldŪng materŪal, the calŪph once agaŪn turns to ͪālŪd, who remŪnds 
hŪm of hŪs prevŪous advŪce, addŪng, Ǧbut now that you’ve done Ūt (Ū.e., begun razŪng), i thŪnk 
you should raze Ūt untŪl you reach Ūts foundatŪons; otherwŪse Ūt wŪll be saŪd that you were 
unable to raze Ūt.ǧ24 AgaŪn the calŪph reūects ͪālŪd’s advŪce, orderŪng that the spolŪatŪon 
cease. in thŪs account, then, ͪālŪd presents the remaŪns of CtesŪphon as a symbol of islam’s 
domŪnance over ancŪent empŪres, even though al-ManΣŊr, consŪstent wŪth hŪs common 
depŪctŪon as a Ǧpenny-pŪncher,ǧ maŪntaŪns a more pragmatŪc attŪtude towards the hŪstorŪcal 
monuments Ūn hŪs backyard.25 nevertheless, hŪs mockŪng reūectŪon of ͪālŪd’s ŪnŪtŪal advŪce 
reveals that he too sees Ūn the ruŪns a meanŪngful symbol – not of islam’s trŪumph, but of 
the great cŪvŪlŪzatŪon of the PersŪan ɼaǄaḍ – whŪch, as successor to sassanŪan kŪngs, he feels 
free to dŪsmantle, ŪncorporatŪng Ūts pŪeces Ūnto the new symbol of hŪs own glory, baghdad. 
Whether a symbol of PersŪan glory or PersŪan defeat, the ruŪns of ͪ usrō’s palace are treated 
here as a vehŪcle for al-ManΣŊr to relate to those who ruled before hŪm.
Al-άabarī follows thŪs wŪth another account (Ūn a new report) concerned wŪth baghdad’s 
predecessors. thŪs one narrates the orŪgŪns of ive of the eŪght gates of al-ManΣŊr’s 
round CŪty: the bŪblŪcal kŪng solomon, son of davŪd, obtaŪned ive Ūron gates, ǦwhŪch no 
one today could ŪmŪtateǧ, from ǦdevŪls (ŀayāέīḎ)ǧ, for hŪs cŪty al-Zandaward. then, much 
22. άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 320: Ǧli-aḎḎa-hu ɼalaḍ ḍiḎ aɼlāḍ al-islāḍ, yastadillu bi-hi al-Ḏāẓir ilay-hi ɼalā aḎḎa-hu laḍ 
yakuḎ li-yuzāla ḍiṯla aṣḥābi-hi ɼaḎ-hu bi-aḍr duḎyā, wa-iḎḎaḍā huwa ɼalā aḍr dīḎ. wa-ḍaɼa hā͏ā yā aḍīr al-ḍuɻḍiḎīḎ, fa-
iḎḎa fī-hi ḍuṣallā ɼAlī b. Abī άālib ṣalawāt Allāh ɼalay-hi.ǧ
23. άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 320: Ǧhayhāt yā ͪālid! abayta illā al-ḍayl ilā aṣḥābi-ka al-ɼaǄaḍ!ǧ
24. άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 320-321: Ǧfa-aḍḍā i͏ faɼalta fa-iḎḎī arā aḎḎa tahdiḍ al-āḎ ḥattā talḥaq bi-qawāɼidi-hi, liɻallā 
yuqāl iḎḎa-ka qad ɼaǄazta ɼaḎ hadḍi-hi.ǧ
25. Al-MasʿŊdī wrŪtes of al-ManΣŊr, ǦŪt Ūs saŪd he was the stŪngŪest of people (yuqāl huwa abͫal al-Ḏās)ǧ (Masʿūdī, 
tanbīh, vol. 4, p. 342). i have borrowed the epŪthet Ǧpenny-pŪnchŪngǧ to descrŪbe al-ManΣŊr from Wendell 1971, 
p. 113.
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later, al-ͤaǄǄāǄ, governor of iraq under ʿAbd al-MalŪk, took the gates to hŪs new cŪty of 
WāsŪέ. κŪnally, when al-ManΣŊr needed gates for baghdad, he requŪsŪtŪoned the demonŪc 
portals for hŪs own purposes.26 the spolŪatŪon of gates was a common symbol of conquest 
Ūn antŪquŪty.27 in the case of al-ManΣŊr’s use of solomon’s gates, Ūt should be understood to 
sŪgnŪfy ŪnherŪtance more than conquest. Although recognŪzŪng the practŪcal ŪmperatŪve of 
supplyŪng gates for the cŪty, a MuslŪm lŪvŪng Ūn AbbasŪd baghdad a century and a half later 
would surely have seen thŪs story as emblematŪc of the calŪphate’s successŪon to the pre-
islamŪc prophets, of whŪch solomon was one.
When the byzantŪne ambassador Ūs Ūntroduced, then, baghdad’s foundatŪons have 
already been laŪd by foreŪgn hands and Ūts constructŪon out of foreŪgn materŪals has begun. 
rather than locatŪng the tale of the byzantŪne’s advŪce to suŪt hŪs chronology, al-άabarī 
places Ūt where Ūt Ūs most thematŪcally approprŪate. thus, the crŪtŪcal ambassador’s vŪsŪt 
forms part of a narratŪve of foreŪgn Ūnluence, from predecessors (the prophet solomon 
and ͪ usrō, sasanŪan kŪng of kŪngs) and contemporarŪes (ͪālŪd b. barmak and the byzantŪne 
ambassador), on the orŪgŪns of the AbbasŪd capŪtal of baghdad.
thŪs, then, allows us to suggest an answer to the irst questŪon: advŪce from an 
ambassador was seen as part of the foreŪgn Ūnluence that was crucŪal to baghdad’s orŪgŪns. 
the ambassador, lŪke other representatŪves and materŪal symbols of foreŪgn entŪtŪes, 
dŪrectly afected the calŪph’s constructŪon. WrŪtŪng from a dŪferent vantage poŪnt, al-
ͪaέīb al-baġdādī descrŪbed a dŪstant, glorŪous begŪnnŪng to a cŪty whŪch Ūn hŪs tŪme looked 
very lŪttle lŪke al-ManΣŊr’s baghdad; then, as Ūn al-άabarī’s tŪme, the account of the crŪtŪcal 
ambassador contŪnued to form part of the cŪty’s lore.28 Just as stones from Khusro’s 
palace came to form part of the round CŪty, the crŪtŪcŪsm from the mouth of an emperor’s 
representatŪve was ŪmprŪnted upon the cŪty’s Ūnternal organŪzatŪon Ūn the form of a market-
free ‘downtown,’ a mark whŪch, alongsŪde the green dome whŪch once stood out above the 
AbbasŪd capŪtal, was to be remembered long after Ūt had ceased to exŪst.29
We can now pose the second questŪon wŪth whŪch thŪs paper Ūs concerned: Ūf the 
ambassador’s role sŪgnŪies dŪrect foreŪgn Ūnluence on baghdad, then why was Ūt sŪgnŪicant 
that he was a Byzantine ambassador? At least from al-ͪaέīb al-baġdādī’s text, we are left wŪth 
the ŪmpressŪon that there are a number of ǦdelegatŪons from kŪngsǧ waŪtŪng at the calŪph’s 
26. άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 321.
27. on the ǦcarryŪng of of cŪty gates Ūn antŪquŪty,ǧ see Wendell 1971, p. 114.
28. As evŪdence of baghdad’s decay, al-ͪaέīb’s sectŪon on the topography of baghdad Ūs partŪcularly lengthy; Ūt was 
quŪte necessary to descrŪbe baghdad as Ūt once was. bearŪng wŪtness to decay, al-ͪaέīb descrŪbed the ruŪned state of 
several orŪgŪnal canals Ūn hŪs day (baġdādī, tārīͫ, vol. 1, p. 79). see also le strange 1924, p. 43-45. in baġdādī, solomon’s 
gates (vol.1, p. 75) and Khusro’s palace (vol.1, p. 130) also contŪnued to form part of baghdad’s lore.
29. Al-ͪaέīb notes that baghdad’s famous green dome, whose Ūmportance he emphasŪzes as an emblem of the 
AbbasŪd dynasty, had fallen by hŪs tŪme (baġdādī, tārīͫ, vol. 1, p. 73); when al-άabarī dŪed, thŪs monument was stŪll 
standŪng.
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door. Why, Ūn our tale of the crŪtŪcal ambassador, dŪd Ūt matter that the emŪssary admŪtted 
to the calŪph’s presence turned out to be Ǧan envoy from the court of the byzantŪne kŪng?ǧ30
A look at al-άabarī’s account, plaŪnest Ūn tone, provŪdes a clue as to the sŪgnŪicance of 
byzantŪne Ūnvolvement Ūn the market transfer. the chronographer detaŪls the exchange as 
follows: after the byzantŪne vŪsŪtor returned from a tour of the cŪty, al-ManΣŊr saŪd to hŪm,
 Ǧ ‘What dŪd you thŪnk of my cŪty?’—for (the PatrŪkŪos) had clŪmbed to the wall of the cŪty 
and the domes of the gates. (the PatrŪkŪos) replŪed, ‘i thought Ūt was lovely, except that i saw 
that your enemŪes are wŪth you Ūn your cŪty.’ (Al-ManΣŊr) saŪd, ‘Who are they?’ he replŪed, ‘the 
market-rabble (sūqa).’ AbŊ ǃaʿfar (al-ManΣŊr) kept sŪlent about Ūt (a͍abba ɼalayhā). then, when 
the PatrŪkŪos departed, he ordered that the market be expelled from the cŪty… [and eventually 
moved to al-Karͫ].ǧ31 
that Ūs, despŪte hŪs characterŪstŪcally stern ŪnŪtŪal reactŪon as demonstrated by hŪs 
dŪscreet sŪlence, the ambassador’s advŪce Ūs too compellŪng for hŪm to reūect Ūt. Al-ManΣŊr 
and later AbbasŪds were known for theŪr autocratŪc and dŪstant style of rulŪng; could Ūt be 
that thŪs account blames byzantŪne Ūnluence for thŪs sŪgnature of AbbasŪd rule?
Al-άabarī’s tellŪng may merely hŪnt at thŪs, but Ūn al-ͪaέīb al-baġdādī’s text, wrŪtten at 
a tŪme when the calŪph’s subūectŪon to hŪs buyŪd emŪr allowed for the more open crŪtŪcŪsm of 
the AbbasŪds, the suggestŪon has become more apparent.32 the irst versŪon of the account 
Ūn al-ͪaέīb’s hŪstory, as mentŪoned above, closely resembles al-άabarī’s versŪon, so much 
so that Ūt Ūs clearly based on al-άabarī’s text, or at least upon a versŪon whŪch was closely 
related to Ūt: the openŪng Ūs a paraphrase of al-άabarī’s openŪng, and the end expresses 
the same basŪc Ūdea, that the markets were Ǧeūectedǧ from the cŪty, wŪth the overlap of a 
few key words.33 it Ūs Ūn the mŪddle sectŪon, the advŪce Ūtself, that al-ͪaέīb’s tellŪng dŪfers 
most sŪgnŪicantly, for rather than Ūssue a blanket condemnatŪon of all the market-goers as 
the calŪph’s ǦenemŪesǧ, the ambassador now provŪdes a more nuanced assessment of the 
securŪty sŪtuatŪon:
Ǧ(the PatrŪkŪos) saŪd, ‘Your enemy passes through [the round CŪty] whenever he wants, 
wŪthout you knowŪng; and news about you Ūs dŪssemŪnated Ūn remote regŪons such that you 
cannot conceal Ūt.’ (Al-ManΣŊr) asked, ‘how?’ (the PatrŪkŪos) replŪed, ‘the markets are Ūn (the 
cŪty), and no one Ūs barred from the markets, so the enemy enters as Ūf he wants to engage Ūn 
30. baġdādī, tārīͫ, vol. 1, p.  78.
31. άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 323. ‘to keep/be sŪlent’ Ūs one of the meanŪngs of a͍abba; accordŪng to LisāḎ al-ɼArab, 
ǦA͍abba al-qawḍu i͏ā sakatū wa-aḍsakū ɼaḎ al-ḥadīṯ.ǧ (but see the followŪng sentence: Ǧwa-a͍abbū i͏ā takallaḍū wa-
afā͍ū fī al-ḥadīṯ.ǧ) in hugh Kennedy’s translatŪon, thŪs sentence Ūs rendered ǦAbŊ ǃaʿfar was sŪlent about Ūtǧ (Kennedy 
1990, p. 8).
32. the buyŪds were generally ŪndŪferent to dŪscussŪons concernŪng calŪphal legŪtŪmacy, as long as these dŪd not 
Ūnterfere wŪth the authorŪty of the buyŪd sultanate; the buyŪd court was tolerant of a varŪety of Ūntellectual move-
ments (Mottahedeh 1980, p. 28-29).
33. AddŪtŪonally, Ūn al-άabarī, before the account of the crŪtŪcal ambassador, but Ūn the same ͫabar, there Ūs a tale 
about the calŪph’s uncle not wŪshŪng to walk Ūnto the cŪty on foot; al-ͪaέīb Ūncludes a sŪmŪlar account ŪmmedŪately 
before the ambassador account Ūn hŪs text as well, now as a separate ͫabar. lassner (1970, p. 246) notes thŪs parallel. 
Aͫbār were often fragmented Ūnto smaller reports Ūn transmŪssŪon (robInson 2003, p. 36).
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trade (yatasawwaq). As for the merchants, they travel to remote regŪons and dŪscuss news about 
you’.ǧ34
thus, the byzantŪne recommends that the AbbasŪd sovereŪgn dŪstance hŪmself from hŪs 
subūects to protect agaŪnst breaches Ūn both physŪcal securŪty and ŪntellŪgence. Al-ManΣŊr’s 
response Ūn thŪs versŪon Ūs modŪied to emphasŪze hŪs eagerness to carry out the foreŪgn 
vŪsŪtor’s suggestŪon: Ǧthey say that on the Ūnstant al-ManΣŊr commanded that the markets 
be expelled from the cŪty to al-Karͫ.ǧ the ambassador provŪdes a learned ūustŪicatŪon of 
autocratŪc dŪstance; convŪnced, the calŪph complŪes.
Al-ͪaέīb’s other versŪon of the account, a more comŪcal and dramatŪc narratŪve, most 
openly ŪnsŪnuates that the ambassador’s vŪsŪt ŪmplŪcates byzantŪum Ūn encouragŪng al-
ManΣŊr’s autocratŪc tendencŪes. in thŪs versŪon – whŪch appears prŪor to the sŪmpler one 
Ūn al-ͪaέīb’s book – we are told that not long after the byzantŪne ambassador Ūs welcomed 
Ūnto al-ManΣŊr’s presence, 
ǦAl-ManΣŊr heard a cry that almost uprooted the palace, so he saŪd [to hŪs chamberlaŪn], 
‘rabīʿ, send someone to see what that Ūs.’ then he heard a cry that was louder than the irst, 
so he saŪd, ‘rabīʿ, send someone to see what that Ūs.’ then he heard a cry that was louder 
than the irst two, so he saŪd, ‘rabīʿ, go out yourself.’ so rabīʿ went out then returned and 
saŪd, ‘o Commander of the κaŪthful, a cow that was near to beŪng slaughtered overcame the 
slaughterer and went out to go around Ūn the markets’.ǧ35
thŪs prelude follows a concŪse trŪpartŪte structure common to entertaŪnŪng tales, wŪth 
the calŪph’s irst two commands explŪcŪtly buŪldŪng, Ūn parallel wŪth the mountŪng volume 
of the crŪes (Ǧlouder than the irstǧ; Ǧlouder than the irst twoǧ) towards hŪs last command 
whŪch at last yŪelds a result. κurthermore, thŪs passage Ūs only loosely connected to the 
ambassador’s crŪtŪcŪsm by the followŪng lŪnes:
Ǧthe byzantŪne was payŪng attentŪon to rabīʿ, tryŪng to understand what he saŪd, and al-
ManΣŊr notŪced the byzantŪne’s attentŪveness, so he saŪd, ‘rabīʿ, explaŪn Ūt to hŪm.’ (rabīʿ) 
explaŪned Ūt to (the byzantŪne), who saŪd, ‘o Commander of the κaŪthful, you have buŪlt a 
constructŪon whŪch no one has buŪlt before you, but Ūt has three defects.’ (Al-ManΣŊr) saŪd, 
‘What are they?’ he replŪed, ‘its irst defect Ūs Ūts dŪstance from water; people need water for 
theŪr lŪps. As for Ūts second defect, the eye Ūs green (ͫa͍ira) and so longs for greenery (ͫu͍ra),36 
and Ūn thŪs constrectŪon of yours (fī biḎāɻi-ka hā͏ā), there Ūs no garden. As for the thŪrd defect, 
your subūects are wŪth you Ūn your cŪty, and Ūf the subūects are wŪth the kŪng Ūn hŪs cŪty then hŪs 
secrets are dŪsclosed’.ǧ
the crŪtŪcŪsm whŪch the byzantŪne ofers, although depŪcted here as a dŪrect response 
to what he learns about the runaway cow, Ūs not actually explŪcŪtly related to what he has 
ūust heard. the cow may be understood as a prompt for the ambassador to voŪce crŪtŪques 
that have been on hŪs mŪnd, possŪbly suggestŪng to hŪm (as to the reader of the account) the 
34. baġdādī, tārīͫ, vol. 1, p.  80.
35. baġdādī, vol. 1, p.  78.
36. LisāḎ al-ɼArab gŪves many iguratŪve meanŪngs of ͫa͍ira (lŪt. ‘green’); e.g., applŪed to people’s skŪn Ūt can mean 
‘brown.’ lassner (1970, p. 58) translates thŪs clause as: Ǧ…Ūndeed the eye Ūs green and yearns for green folŪageǧ.
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securŪty rŪsk of the markets’ proxŪmŪty (Ūf a cow can wander rŪght up to the palace wŪndow, 
what mŪght an enemy do?),37 but the narratŪve does not make the connectŪon clear. instead, 
the cow prelude, whŪle emphasŪzŪng the ambassador’s foreŪgnness by showŪng hŪm to 
have dŪiculty understandŪng ArabŪc, serves prŪmarŪly as a neat rhetorŪcal parallel to the 
trŪpartŪte crŪtŪcŪsm whŪch the ambassador now ofers.
thŪs rhetorŪcal structure can guŪde us Ūn readŪng the text, whŪch Ūs quŪte dŪrect Ūn 
Ūts symbolŪsm. the three crŪtŪques—the need for waterworks, gardens, and dŪstance 
from subūects—can be seen to represent three (byzantŪne) cultural exports whŪch the 
ambassador seeks to thrust upon the calŪph: urban plannŪng, taste, and autocratŪc statecraft. 
interpretŪng the three Ūtems thŪs way Ūs supported by the calŪph’s ŪnŪtŪal response and hŪs 
subsequent actŪons:
ǦAl-ManΣŊr grew cold towards hŪm and saŪd to hŪm, ‘As for what you say about water, enough 
water for us (ḥasbu-Ḏā ḍiḎ al-ḍāɻ) Ūs that whŪch wets our lŪps.38 As for the second defect, we were 
not created for amusement (lahw) and play. As for what you say about my secrets, i keep no 
secret from my subūects.’ Afterwards he understood the correctness (of what he had been told) 
and turned to [two of hŪs subūects] and saŪd, ‘lay out two canals for me from the tŪgrŪs; plant 
a garden for me on al-ʿAbbāsŪyya (an Ūsland Ūn the tŪgrŪs); and move the people to al-Karͫ’.ǧ
the calŪph’s irst reply asserts ‘our’ (presumably baghdad’s resŪdents’) abŪlŪty to cope 
wŪth lŪttle water, apparently Ūn a proud declaratŪon of self-denŪal, whŪle makŪng clear that 
baghdad’s water Ūnfrastructure needs no Ūmprovement. hŪs counter to the byzantŪne’s 
ŪnsŪstence on the need for gardens to please the eye hŪghlŪghts the lack of practŪcalŪty Ūn 
that ŪnsŪstence, ŪmplyŪng that he has no need for thŪs foreŪgn taste for decoratŪve vegetatŪon. 
hŪs last statement Ūs the most tellŪng, especŪally sŪnce Ūt Ūs the portŪon contaŪned Ūn the 
other tradŪtŪon of thŪs account (reported both by al-άabarī and, Ūn altered form, by al-
ͪaέīb), almost certaŪnly the earlŪer one: he has no secrets.
secrets are what the standard autocrat Ūs expected to have. the Prophet and hŪs 
four ǦrŪghtly-guŪdedǧ successors were dŪstŪnguŪshed from ǦkŪngsǧ by theŪr ūustŪce and 
the Ūmportance of consensus Ūn theŪr decŪsŪon-makŪng.39 legends of the early conquests 
depŪct the MuslŪms and theŪr leaders as ūust, frank, wŪllŪng to consult others, and far from 
37. lassner (1980, p. 200-201), for example, Ūnterprets the cow as an ŪndŪcatŪon of securŪty rŪsk. thŪs Ūdea Ūs support-
ed by another of al-ͪaέīb’s accounts Ūn whŪch al-ManΣŊr locates the butcher shops especŪally far from hŪmself Ǧbe-
cause,ǧ as lassner puts Ūt, Ǧthey reportedly bore the frŪghtenŪng combŪnatŪon of dull wŪts and sharp knŪvesǧ (p. 200).
38. instead of ḥasbu-Ḏā, lassner (1970, p. 58) reads ḥasab-Ḏā, so that hŪs translatŪon Ūs: Ǧ…we have calculated the 
amount of water necessary to moŪsten our lŪpsǧ. ιŪther way, the sense Ūs Ūn essence the same: we need only a small 
amount of drŪnkŪng water, and so what we have Ūs suicŪent. lassner’s readŪng puts more emphasŪs on the Ǧcalcula-
tŪonǧ Ūnvolved Ūn provŪdŪng water to the cŪty and thus on the technŪcal expertŪse requŪred to develop urban Ūnfra-
structure.
39. κor example, the KharŪūŪtes referred to all the calŪphs followŪng the irst four ǦrŪghtly-guŪdedǧ calŪphs as 
ǦkŪngs,ǧ as opposed to a true calŪph; the Ūdeal ruler ruled by consensus and was answerable to the ūudgment of the 
communŪty (Crone 2004, p. 56-58). some MuʿtazŪlŪtes held that a unŪied islamŪc calŪphate had lost Ūts value sŪnce 
calŪphs had become kŪngs. KŪngs, they saŪd, were a unŪversal commonplace, but the orŪgŪnal pŪous rulers of islam 
were not kŪngs (ibid., p. 66-67).
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the tyranny to be found Ūn theŪr byzantŪne enemŪes.40 by contrast, the Umayyads – who 
themselves were culturally Ūnluenced by byzantŪne emŪssarŪes,41 who were geographŪcally, 
and for a tŪme lŪnguŪstŪcally, Ūn close proxŪmŪty wŪth the byzantŪne empŪre, and whose 
Ūnterest Ūn byzantŪne culture contŪnued through the end of theŪr rule42 – were frequently 
denŪgrated wŪth accusatŪons that they were ǦkŪngs,ǧ a claŪm also supported by poŪntŪng to 
ilŪal ŪnherŪtance of the calŪphate and the lŪberal use of the tools of autocracy, such as ūaŪls and 
bodyguards.43 AbbasŪd revolutŪonary Ūdeology promŪsed to topple the tyranny of kŪngshŪp 
and return to ūust rule, but by al-άabarī’s day, Ūt was abundantly clear that the AbbasŪds were 
as autocratŪc as the Umayyads, Ūf not more so. ιarly consultatŪve government was contrasted 
wŪth arbŪtrary AbbasŪd rule.44 in hŪs own tŪme, al-ManΣŊr’s ruthlessness was notŪced – he was 
saŪd to have Ǧgoverned lŪke a kŪngǧ45 – and crŪtŪcŪzed, especŪally Ūn vŪew of AbbasŪd claŪms to 
restorŪng the rŪghteous calŪphate after the ŪmpŪous, ŪllegŪtŪmate Umayyads.46
in thŪs lŪght, al-ManΣŊr’s claŪm to have no secrets from hŪs people should be read as 
a plea that he Ūs not, Ūn fact, a dŪstant, autocratŪc ruler, especŪally sŪnce the ambassador 
ŪmplŪes that he Ūs a ǦkŪngǧ (malik). the calŪph’s subsequent actŪon – eūectŪng the markets 
from hŪs round CŪty – Ūnstantly condemn hŪm. After promŪsŪng reform, the AbbasŪds al-
ManΣŊr onwards were happy to betray the MuslŪm Ūdeals of the revolutŪon for autocratŪc 
kŪngshŪp, as Ūmported dŪrectly – so suggests the account – from the nearest contemporary 
40. κor example, Ūn a narratŪve of the early conquests ascrŪbed to al-WāqŪdī (9th  c.) but probably compŪled Ūn the 12th 
or 13th century (see robInson 2003, p. 43), AbŊ bakr consults the MuslŪms (not sŪmply hŪs ŪmmedŪate cŪrcle of advŪsors) 
at key moments – e.g., Ǧistaŀāra al-ḍusliḍīḎǧ (Wāqidī, κutŊh, vol. 1, p.  22) – and Ūnstructs a departŪng general, Ǧdo not 
become angry wŪth your army nor wŪth your companŪons, and consult them before you command, and be ūust, and 
keep far from you tyranny and ŪnūustŪce (lā taġ͍ab ɼalā qawḍi-ka wa-lā ɼalā aṣḥābi-ka wa-ŀāwir-huḍ fī ’l-aḍr wa-istaɼḍil 
al-ɼadl wa-bāɼid ɼaḎ-ka al-ẓulḍ wa-l-Ǆawr)ǧ (Wāqidī, κutŊh, vol. 1, p.  8). in contrast, byzantŪne commanders are dŪstant: 
when the MuslŪm armŪes surround damascus and the townspeople wŪsh to consult the commander of theŪr garrŪson, 
thomas, he Ūs not ŪmmedŪately avaŪlable to them: Ǧthe people went to thomas and found armed men guardŪng hŪm 
(ḍa͍ā al-qawḍ ilā Tūḍā wa-ɼalay-hi riǄāl ḍuwakkilūḎ bi-l-silāḥ)ǧ; Waq. Ū. 64. thomas Ūs the emperor’s agent, not easŪly 
accessŪble, under guard Ūn hŪs own cŪty – an autocrat.
41. Kennedy 1992, p. 133-136. κor several Ǧculturalǧ embassŪes to Umayyads and other MuslŪm potentates, see Canard 
1964, p. 36, n. 5. VŪsŪble evŪdence of receptŪon of byzantŪne culture under the Umayyads comes from the mosaŪcs 
at the Great Mosque of damascus and the Mosque of the Prophet Ūn MadŪna, for whose assembly the byzantŪne 
emperor Ūs saŪd to have sent mosaŪc tŪles and craftsmen (gIbb 1958). Whether the masons were locals or sent by the 
ǦkŪng of the romansǧ hŪmself, the mosaŪcs themselves bespeak theŪr patrons’ enthusŪasm for art Ūn the byzantŪne 
style.
42. κor example, the Umayyad palace QuΣayr ʿAmra was patronŪzed between 715 and 750, most lŪkely by Yazīd ii 
(r. 720-724) or al-Walīd ii (r. 743-744), suggestŪng contŪnued byzantŪne cultural Ūnluence late Ūnto thŪs perŪod of few 
embassŪes (grabar 1954; Fowden 2004, p. 142-174).
43. Crone 2004, p. 44.
44. Mottahedeh 1989, p. 83.
45. Masʿūdī, tanbīh, p. 342: Ǧyasūs siyāsat al-ḍulūk.ǧ Al-ManΣŊr’s panegyrŪsts, on the other hand, ŪnsŪst on hŪs wŪll-
Ūngness to Ǧconsultǧ; one of al-ManΣŊr’s uncles (who had an Ūnterest Ūn praŪsŪng hŪs nephew) reported, Ǧal-ManΣŊr 
would always consult us Ūn all hŪs afaŪrs, as a result of whŪch ibrāhīm b. harma praŪsed hŪm [Ūn a poem] (ḍā zāla 
al-MaḎṣūr yuŀāwiruḎā fī Ǆaḍīɼ uḍūri-hi ḥattā iḍtadaḥa-hu Ibrāhīḍ b. Harḍa)ǧ (Masʿūdī, MurŊǄ, vol. 4, p. 137-138 (#2387). 
κor centurŪes, formal consultatŪon endured as a way to legŪtŪmŪze decŪsŪons and reŪnforce loyalty (Mottahedeh 1989).
46. κor the claŪm to restore the rŪghteous calŪphate, see, e.g., Kennedy 1981, p. 58.
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example of a powerful kŪng, the basileus of ConstantŪnople. Al-ManΣŊr, contrary to hŪs plea, 
had secrets from hŪs people, and a byzantŪne emŪssary helped hŪm conceal them.
in a sŪmŪlar veŪn, al-ManΣŊr’s decŪsŪon to provŪde hŪs cŪty wŪth a better water supply and 
Ǧgreeneryǧ Ūn response to the byzantŪne’s irst two pŪeces of advŪce shows hŪm betrayŪng 
the very ascetŪc Ūdeals he hypocrŪtŪcally claŪmed to uphold earlŪer when he denŪed the need 
for more water and reūected Ǧamusement and play.ǧ these Ūdeals, lŪke conceptŪons of good 
leadershŪp, had theŪr orŪgŪns Ūn the begŪnnŪngs of islam and the pre-islamŪc Arab past.47 
Although not a hŪstorŪcally plausŪble explanatŪon for the decŪsŪon to cultŪvate ʿAbbāsŪyya, 
nor for the decŪsŪon to provŪde baghdad wŪth waterworks, nevertheless thŪs story may 
well have seemed plausŪble to al-ͪaέīb’s contemporarŪes. the cultŪvatŪon of ʿAbbāsŪyya was 
probably a commercŪal enterprŪse,48 and the Ūnfrastructure for transportŪng water Ūnto the 
cŪty seems to have been Ūn place before the ambassador’s vŪsŪt.49 however, the placement 
of these crŪtŪques Ūn a byzantŪne’s mouth correlates well wŪth the wŪdespread perceptŪon 
(often true) that technŪcal expertŪse came from books found Ūn byzantŪne lands. to wrŪters 
lŪvŪng durŪng and after the Greek-ArabŪc translatŪon movement of the 8th, 9th and 10th 
centurŪes50 – Ūn whŪch Greek books on scŪentŪic and technŪcal subūects were partŪcularly 
favored wŪth translatŪon51 – Ūt would have seemed plausŪble that baghdad’s water supply 
system and publŪc landscapŪng were Ūmproved by a Greek. Moreover, the presence Ūn 
baghdad of a hŪghly productŪve mŪll-complex wŪth Ūts own tale of byzantŪne orŪgŪns – Ūt 
was known as Ǧthe MŪll-Complex of the PatrŪkŪosǧ and was saŪd to have been ǦdesŪgned 
by a PatrŪkŪos who came to (al-ManΣŊr) from the byzantŪne kŪngǧ – gave further reason 
to belŪeve that the AbbasŪd capŪtal’s Ūnfrastructure mŪght have developed under dŪrect 
byzantŪne Ūnluence.52
in short, these irst two crŪtŪcŪsms (scarcŪty of water and greenery) serve the narratŪve 
purpose by plausŪbly emphasŪzŪng al-ManΣŊr’s wŪllŪngness to follow all of the ambassador’s 
suggestŪons – demonstratŪng the foreŪgner’s sway over hŪm – and by accusŪng al-ManΣŊr 
(or the AbbasŪds Ūn general) of castŪng of the Ūdeals assocŪated wŪth ūust leadershŪp. Perhaps 
47. κor example, only reluctantly dŪd the second calŪph ʿUmar, a companŪon of the Prophet who was known for hŪs 
ascetŪcŪsm, accept the practŪce becomŪng prevalent Ūn the garrŪson town of basra of usŪng materŪals more perma-
nent than mud-brŪck Ūn constructŪon. κor the development of basra, see alsayyad 1991, p. 48.
48. lassner 1980, p. 200: Ǧthe development of the Ūsland [ʿAbbāsŪyya] was an ambŪtŪous commercŪal venture that 
relected opportunŪtŪes for capŪtal Ūnvestment at a tŪme of wŪdespread expansŪon Ūn the suburban dŪstrŪcts.ǧ
49. GŪven that water conduŪts exŪsted before the walls of the cŪty were buŪlt, lassner (1970, p. 246) argues that thŪs 
part of the narratŪve represents Ǧa later ŪnventŪon concocted neatly to explaŪn certaŪn changes Ūn archŪtectural ar-
rangement of the round CŪty…ǧ; see also lassner 1980, p. 198-199.
50. the translatŪon movement began Ūn the days of al-ManΣŊr (gutas 1998, p. 28f.) and ended Ǧaround the turn of 
the mŪllennŪumǧ (ibid., p. 151).
51. rosenthal 1975, p. 10.
52. Yaʿqūbī, buldān, p. 243 (9th c.): Ǧal-raḥā al-ɼuẓḍā yuqāl la-hā Raḥā al-Biέrīq wa-kāḎat ḍāɻat ḥaǄar taġull fī kull saḎa 
ḍīɻat alf alf dirhaḍ haḎdasahā biέrīq qadiḍa ɼalay-hi ḍiḎ ḍalik al-Rūḍ.ǧ in al-ͪaέīb’s passage on the same complex, thŪs 
byzantŪne Ūs called Ǧa byzantŪne ambassadorǧ and ŪdentŪied by name; baġdādī, tārīͫ, vol. 1, p.  91-92: Ǧwāid li-ḍalik 
al-Rūḍ wa-isḍu-hu…ǧ (91); ǦkāḎa abū-hu ḍalikaḎ ḍiḎ ḍulūk al-Rūḍ fī ayyāḍ Muɼāwiya b. Abī SufyāḎǧ (92).
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Ūt was understandable that the Umayyads, perched as they were Ūn an old roman cŪty Ūn 
an old roman provŪnce, had chosen to adorn theŪr bathhouses wŪth Ūmages of voluptuous 
human forms,53 but after the AbbasŪd revolutŪon, one mŪght have expected new vŪgor Ūn 
enforcŪng islamŪc moral Ūdeals. instead, ŪmplŪes our tale, byzantŪne taste was Ūmported 
anew, dŪrectly from the emperor’s court.
We can therefore suggest an answer to the second questŪon as well: Ūt was sŪgnŪicant 
that the ambassador crŪtŪcŪzŪng al-ManΣŊr was byzantŪne because thŪs polŪtŪcal and cultural 
ailŪatŪon made Ūt reasonable, Ūn the eyes of such a story’s MuslŪm audŪence, to hold hŪm 
—an agent of dŪrect byzantŪne Ūnluence—partŪally to blame for the new dynasty’s faŪlure 
to lŪve up to Ūts own pŪous propaganda.
in thŪs paper, i have examŪned a sŪngle epŪsode Ūn baghdad’s early hŪstory, Ūn whŪch a byzantŪne 
ambassador vŪsŪted the calŪph al-ManΣŊr. κrom the contextual placement of the account Ūn al-
άabarī’s chronŪcle, i have argued that the ambassador’s vŪsŪt was understood as part of the foreŪgn 
Ūnluence whŪch helped shape the new cŪty and the dynasty whŪch ruled from Ūt. κurthermore, 
by readŪng the ŪndŪvŪdual accounts closer, i have concluded that Ūn the case of the byzantŪne 
ambassador, thŪs Ūnluence entaŪled encouragŪng al-ManΣŊr’s tyrannŪcal tendencŪes and, Ūn al-
ͪaέīb’s later versŪon, leadŪng the calŪph to Ūndulge Ūn hortŪcultural Ǧamusement and play.ǧ
the orŪgŪns of the AbbasŪd dynasty and baghdad remaŪned hŪghly relevant as long as 
AbbasŪd calŪphs ruled from Ǧthe mother of the world, mŪstress over the natŪons.ǧ54 thŪs 
maternal cŪty was Ūn Ūts irst centurŪes a marvelous, prosperous capŪtal, Ūts orŪgŪns tŪghtly 
lŪnked to al-ManΣŊr, Ūts destŪny tŪed to the AbbasŪd calŪphate. orŪgŪn myths for baghdad 
abound, and al-ManΣŊr Ūs personally Ūnvolved Ūn choosŪng the sŪte of the new glorŪous cŪty, 
Ūn at least one account settŪng out alone to ind the sŪte. WhŪle some accounts ascrŪbe the 
choŪce of the sŪte to practŪcal consŪderatŪons, lŪke Ūts optŪmal locatŪon for trade and Ūts ine 
clŪmate, Ūn more marvelous accounts, the sŪte Ūs chosen for the calŪph by dŪvŪne decree Ūn the 
form of a prophecy.55 then, havŪng found the sŪte, the calŪph was saŪd to have thanked God 
for savŪng the sŪte for hŪm and keepŪng all who came before hŪm Ūgnorant of Ūt, declarŪng Ūn 
hŪs excŪtement, Ǧit wŪll be the most prosperous cŪty on earth!ǧ56 the foundŪng of baghdad 
53. Fowden 2004, p. 57-79.
54. so YāqŊt, wrŪtŪng only half a century before the ŪgnomŪnŪous end of the AbbasŪd calŪphate, begŪns hŪs entry on 
baghdad Ūn hŪs MuɼǄaḍ al-BuldāḎ: ǦBaġdād: uḍḍ al-duḎyā wa-sayyidat al-bilād.ǧ
55. ι.g., άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 272-277; Yaʿqūbī, tārīͫ, p. 373 (practŪcal only); later, Yāqūt, MuʿǄam, vol. 1, p. 457-459. 
tales assocŪatŪng a monk or a monastery wŪth the foundŪng of baghdad are common; the patrŪarch of AlexandrŪa 
saʿīd b. al-bŪέrīq (alŪas ιutychŪus; d. 328/940) wrote Ūn hŪs unŪversal hŪstory that al-ManΣŊr ǦbuŪlt the cŪty of baghdad 
and called Ūt the CŪty of Peace; however, Ūt was called the cŪty of baghdad because there was a monk who lŪved there 
Ūn hŪs hermŪtage, and the monk’s name was baghdad (baḎā ḍadīḎat Baġdād wa-saḍḍā-hā MadīḎat al-Salāḍ wa-iḎḎaḍā 
suḍḍiyat ḍadīḎat Baġdād li-aḎḎahu kāḎa bi-hā rāhib fī ṣawḍaɼa wa-kāḎa isḍ al-rāhib Baġdād)ǧ (saʿīd b. al-biṭrīq, tārīͫ, 
p. 49. Al-YaʿqŊbī (d. after 292/905) conirms that baghdad was buŪlt near a monastery (Yaʿqūbī, buldān, p. 235). thŪs 
phenomenon was not unŪque to baghdad: sŪmŪlar accounts lŪnk monks to the foundŪng of other cŪtŪes, such as WāsŪέ 
(scouted out Ūn 83/702 by al-ͤaǄǄāǄ, Umayyad governor of iraq) (Wendell 1971, p. 111-113).
56. tārīͫ238: Ǧfa-l-ḥaḍdu li-llāh allā͏ī ͏ aͫara-hā lī wa-aġfala ɼaḎ-hā kulla ḍaḎ taqaddaḍaḎī… la-takūḎaḎḎa aɼḍar ḍadīḎa 
fī al-ar͍.ǧ
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was a legendary event, and Ūts exŪstence was to be an everlastŪng boon to the calŪphate, for 
accordŪng to the cŪty’s horoscope, no calŪph would ever dŪe wŪthŪn Ūts walls.57 its oicŪal 
name, ǦCŪty of Peace,ǧ referred to a QurɻanŪc name for paradŪse.58 baghdad was the cŪty 
of the great AbbasŪd calŪphs, of whom al-ManΣŊr was, Ūf not the very irst, then the irst 
to consolŪdate the dynasty’s power and anchor Ūt irmly on the throne. Any story related 
under the AbbasŪds concernŪng the orŪgŪns of baghdad would have carrŪed consŪderable 
polŪtŪcal and cultural sŪgnŪicance.
thus we should understand the meddlesome ambassador’s appearance Ūn al-άabarī’s 
ŪnluentŪal chronŪcle, and agaŪn Ūn later works, as a relectŪon of how later generatŪons, who 
were famŪlŪar wŪth Greek cultural Ūnluence on theŪr socŪety, vŪewed byzantŪne Ūnluence on 
AbbasŪd orŪgŪns. thŪs account, though not ŪndŪspensable to a narratŪve of baghdad’s early 
days, nevertheless contŪnued to be repeated even Ūn the 13th century.59 both al-άabarī’s versŪon 
and al-ͪaέīb al-baġdādī’s three-pronged alternatŪve provŪde ŪnsŪght Ūnto Arab perceptŪon of 
byzantŪne Ūnluence Ūn the begŪnnŪngs of AbbasŪd customs, most Ūmportantly theŪr kŪng-lŪke 
behavŪor. if one asked, Ūn the centurŪes that followed baghdad’s legendary begŪnnŪngs, why 
al-ManΣŊr and hŪs successors elevated themselves so far above theŪr subūects, surroundŪng 
themselves by wall upon wall, no better Ūn thŪs regard than the Umayyad usurpers before 
them, thŪs account provŪded a plausŪble answer: Ūt all began when al-ManΣŊr welcomed Ūnto 
hŪs presence Ǧan envoy from the court of the byzantŪne kŪng.ǧ
APPιndix: Accounts of the CrŪtŪcal Ambassador
1. al-άabarī’s account (άabarī, tārīͫ, vol. 3, p. 322-3)
:عيبرلا نب لضفلا لاخ قلاخلا دبع نب نسحلا نب ىيحي نع ركذو
... :لاقف ،رفعج يبأ ىلإ اكش يلع نب ىسيع ّنأ
 امو ةنيدملا يف هب فوطي نأ عيبرلا رمأف ،ًادفاو مورلا ةقراطب نم قيرطِب هيلع مدق ىتح ةّدم كلذ ىلع لزت ملف
 روس ىلإ دعصأ ناك دقو »؟يتنيدم َتيأر فيك« :لاق فرصنا اّملف ،عيبرلا هب فاطف ،ءانبلاو نارمعلا ىريل اهلوح
 .»؟مه نَمو« :لاق .»كتنيدم يف كعم كءادعأ ُتيأر دق ينأ اإ ًانسح ءانب ُتيأر« :لاق .باوبأا بابقو ةنيدملا
 ىلإ مّدقتو ،ةنيدملا نم قوسلا جارخإب رمأ قيرطبلا فرصنا اّملف ،رفعج وبأ اهيلع ّبضأف :لاق .»ةقوسلا« :لاق
...خركلا ةيحان قاوسأا اينبي نأ امهرمأو ،هاوم يناميلا بّيسملا نب ساّوج هيلإ ّمضو ،يفوكلا شيبح نب ميهاربإ
57. κor examŪnatŪon of some of the folklore surroundŪng baghdad’s orŪgŪns, Wendell 1971. horoscope: baġdādī, 
tārīͫ, vol. 1, 67f.; cŪted Ūn Wendell 1971, p. 122. κor a counter to Wendell’s conūecture of ǦcosmologŪcal orŪgŪnsǧ of 
baghdad’s shape, lassner 1980, p. 175f.
58. Dār al-salāḍ; Qur’āḎ 6.127, 10.25; cŪted Ūn durI 1960.
59. κound Ūn bar hebraeus (d. 1286) but not found Ūn YāqŊt (d. 1229), as mentŪoned above.
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فجاءه رسول لملك الروم. فأمر الربيع فطاف به في المدينة. فقال: «كيف رأيت؟». قال: «رأيت بناء حسنًا 
إا أني رأيت أعداءك معك وهم السوقة. فلما عاد الرسول عنه أمر بإخراجهم إلى ناحية الكرخ...
)08 .p ,1 .lov ,ͫīrāt ,īdādġab( tnuocca nŪalp s’īdādġab-la bīέaͪ-la .3
قال محمد بن خلف: وأخبرني الحارث بن أبي أسامة. قال:
لما فرغ أبو جعفر المنصور من مدينة السام وصّير اأسواق في طاقات مدينته من كل جانب؛ قدم عليه وفد 
ملك الروم، فأمر أن ُيطاف بهم في المدينة ثم دعاهم. فقال للبطريق: «كيف رأيَت هذه المدينة؟». قال: «رأيُت 
أمرها كامًا إا في خلة واحدة». قال: «ما هي؟». قال: «عدوك يخترقها متى يشاء وأنت ا تعلم؛ وأخبارك مبثوثة 
في اآفاق ا يمكن سترها». قال: «كيف؟». قال: «اأسواق فيها واأسواق غير ممنوع منها أحد فيدخل العدو 
كأنه يريد أن يتسّوق؛ وأما التجار فإنها ترد اآفاق فيتحدثون بأخبارك». قال: فزعموا أنه أمر المنصور حينئذ بإخراج 
اأسواق من المدينة إلى الكرخ، وأن ُيبنى ما بين الصراة إلى نهر عيسى، وولى ذلك محمد بن حبيش الكاتب...
)97-87 .p ,1 .lov ,ͫīrāt ,īdādġab( tnuocca dehsŪllebme s’īdādġab-la bīέaͪ-la .4
أخبرنا الحسين بن محمد بن الحسن المؤّدب قال: أخبرني إبراهيم بن عبد اه ابن إبراهيم الشّطي بجرجان 
قال: نّبأنا أبو إسحق الهجيمي قال: قال أبو العيناء: بلغني أن المنصور جلس يومًا فقال للربيع: «انظر َمن بالباب 
من وفود الملوك فأدخله». قال: قلت: «وافد من قبل ملك الروم». قال: «أدخله». فدخل فبينا هو جالس عند 
أمير المؤمنين، إذ سمع المنصور صرخة كادت تقلع القصر. فقال: «يا ربيع ينظر ما هذا». قال: ثم سمع صرخة 
هي أشد من اأولى. فقال: «يا ربيع ينظر ما هذا». قال: ثم سمع صرخة هي أشد من اأوليين. فقال: «يا ربيع 
اخرج بنفسك». فخرج الربيع ثم دخل فقال: «يا أمير المؤمنين بقرة ُقّربت لُتذَبح فغلبت الجازر وخرجت تدور 
في اأسواق».
وأصغى الرومي إلى الربيع يتفّهم ما قال، ففطن المنصور إصغاء الرومي، فقال: «يا ربيع أفهمه» قال فأفهمه. 
فقال الرومي: «يا أمير المؤمنين إنك بنيَت بناًء لم يبِنه أحٌد كان قبلك، وفيه ثاثة عيوب». قال: «وما هي؟». 
قال: «أما أول عيب فيه فبعده عن الماء وا بد للناس من الماء لشفاههم، وأما العيب الثاني فإن العين خضرة 
وتشتاق إلى الخضرة وليس في بنائك هذا بستان، وأما العيب الثالث فإن رعيتك معك في بنائك وإذا كانت الرعية 
مع الملك في بنائه فشا سّره». قال: فتجّلد عليه المنصور، فقال له: «أما قولك في الماء فحسبنا من الماء ما 
بل شفاهنا، وأما العيب الثاني فإنا لم ُنخَلق لّلْهِو واللعب، وأما قولك في سّري فما لي سّر دون رعيتي». قال: ثم 
عرف الصواب فوجه بشميس وخّاد - وخاد هو جد أبي العيناء - فقال: «ُمّدا لي قناتين من دجلة، واغرسوا لي 
العباسية، وانقلوا الناس إلى الكرخ».
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